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I. Introduction
Language testing formed as a field in the early 1960s (Fulcher, 2010). Where
previously classroom­based assessment was often viewed as a scaled­down version
of large­scale testing (Turner, 2012), the role of the teacher in assessment, and the
corresponding need for teacher assessment literacy, is now being realized (Hill,
2017). Increased emphasis on formative assessment (Black, 2009), and a greater
recognition of sociocultural theory within pedagogy (Swain, Kinnear, & Steinman,
2015) are encroaching on more traditional areas of assessment knowledge. The
question of what parts of more traditional assessment should be rejected, what
should be adapted, and what should be kept when assessing in classrooms requires
careful consideration of the opportunities and needs within a particular context. This
research note explores how some issues from large­scale testing can still inform
grade creation, and begins to address issue from testing which may inform
compulsory language classes in the Japanese university system.
Within the Japanese university context, most first year students must take some
kind of compulsory English class. Universities tend to be clear about the score
required for each grade, such as requiring at least 60 percent for a passing grade.
How that score is made and what the grade means in terms of ability, effort, or
development may be less clear, and teachers have differing, sometimes conflicting,
ideas about how to create those grades from the activities in their classroom
(Grogan, 2018). Within the broader context of language education, there is a feeling
that “it is fair to say that faulty tests are the norm” (Green, 2014 a). Attempts to
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identify foundational knowledge and skills have often highlighted different
perspectives with regard to the goals of teaching and testing. Malone (2013), for
example, showed that testing experts favoured the technical aspects of assessment
over the more practical details that teachers saw as fundamental to the classroom.
Other stakeholders, such as administrators or parents, also have need of assessment
literacy to best evaluate how to make informed decisions using the results of
assessment. The areas of understanding required by each of these stakeholders
differs (L. Taylor, 2013). Assessment needs will vary from place to place,
suggesting the most profitable approach may be to consider what teachers and
administrators need from grades and grading. Such an approach may form the
starting point for a more grounded approach to assessment literacy (Hill, 2017). This
research note considers some of the more classical issues in assessment, how they
might affect the Japanese university EFL context, and where large­scale testing
concepts fall short of the requirements of teachers, students, and other stakeholders.
II. Big Tests and Little Tests
Classical testing depends heavily on psychological testing. It is heavily (though
not exclusively) informed by a psychometric approach to measurement, based
largely on cognitive and psychological research. The key concepts of these
approaches, such as validity, reliability, and fairness are defined in documents such
as the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (American Educational
Research Association, American Psychological Association, & National Council on
Research in Education, 2014) or the International Language Testing Association’s
Guidelines for Practice (ILTA, 2007). Technical discussion of these concepts goes
beyond these documents, however, and fills many academic journals and books.
Central to a measurement­based approach is the idea that the construct under
assessment, including any subcomponents, be clearly defined. Both the preceding
documents insist that evidence be collected to form the basis of evidence for any
claims made of the test score. These findings must be reliable, meaning that they
should be consistent over time and comparable across different instances of
assessment. Examples of tests that are informed by psychometry include the
International English Language Testing System (IELTS) or the Test of English as a
Foreign Language Tests (TOEFL). Chief among the users of these test results are
admissions departments, who will decide the future of a candidate based upon the
banding or score that a candidate presents. In order to make these results
trustworthy, the tests are administered under strict conditions to make sure that all
test­takers have a similar experience of the test, without any differences that may
favour or hinder one group of candidates over another. The results of such tests
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have major material impact on test­takers in terms of the test preparation experience,
the act of taking the test, or the decisions resulting from the result (Bachman &
Palmer, 2010, p.106).
Course grades from the language classroom may be viewed as being of
medium consequence when compared to high stakes tests like IELTS or TOEFL,
particularly with subjects like EFL that may not be related to a student’s major field
of study. A single result may still have serious consequences, such as impeding
graduation if a passing grade is not obtained, but a score is usually part of a set of
other grades making up a Grade Point Average. It is common practice for other
stakeholders in Japanese universities, such as parents or potential employers, to see
an academic transcript showing letter grades obtained for courses, but rarely will the
impact be as consequential as a high stakes test.
Large­scale testing tends to be proficiency based, measuring a skill at a
particular point in time. Classroom grades, and particularly their subcomponents,
may be more developmental, and those taking the test are more properly viewed as
“learners” rather than “candidates” (Fulcher & Davidson, 2007). Scores may either
be based on having reached a certain skill level (criterion­referenced assessment) or
based on performance relative to a group of learners (norm­referenced), or some
mix of the two (Fulcher, 2010; Green, 2014 a).
There are further differences. The classroom is a social situation, and
sociocultural theory suggests that students learn through interaction with each other,
the material, and the teacher. This process is described as “mediation” in the
literature (Swain et al., 2015). Because these interactions will necessarily differ, it is
almost impossible to hold all the variables constant and give each student a similar
experience. Factors such as a student’s health on a particular day, the heat of the
classroom, or even if students ate breakfast or not will affect learning and,
potentially, grades. In a psychometric tradition, these may be construct irrelevant
variables, but such differences can be used and interwoven into learning by a
skillful teacher, greatly influencing outcomes and grades. The context therefore
becomes part of the construct (Fulcher & Davidson, 2007).
Testing in classrooms has sometimes been separated from teaching, viewed as
something that happens before or after instruction (Green, 2014 a). Bachman and
Palmer, for example, view each assessment observation as a separate “assessment
record” (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). More recent views of classroom testing view it
as part of an evidence driven cycle (Fulcher, 2010; Green, 2014 a) to provide
feedback on learning and allow a (literal) course correction. Using this cycle
provides not only knowledge about student linguistic performance, but also about
motivation, the general leaning process, and other formative factors (Cheng & Fox,
2017).
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A further difference with course grades is that teachers generally receive a
great deal more information with which to make an assessment (Fulcher &
Davidson, 2007). While a large­scale test may take a few hours, teachers in the
Japanese university setting may meet their students for fifteen 90­minute classes.
Classroom­based assessment is usually made up of multiple components. Even when
formal summative assessment is not occurring, a teacher may have multiple
observations of student ability on particular skills. What should a teacher do where
those observations are in conflict with a test result? If a student has performed well
on tasks similar to the final test but performs poorly on the test itself, the teacher
has an important decision to make. The prior observations here show that the
performance on the test does not reflect the student’s real ability. Such situations are
rare in psychometric testing, but where there is reason to doubt that a test has
adequately measured the construct, some kind of reasoned response is required by
codes of practice. Teachers may find themselves having to be both coach to students
and their final judge, roles which may be in conflict (Bishop, 1992). It is a conflict
that needs careful resolution.
III. Ensuring Fairness and Meaningfulness
Making sure that no student or no group of student receives an unfair
advantage or disadvantage is something that formal testing has been dealing with for
a long time. Numerous works demonstrate how tests may be used parsimoniously or
have unintended negative consequences (Kunnan, 2018; McNamara & Roever,
2006), and numerous frameworks have been developed for reducing unfairness. The
usefulness of such framework may perhaps be limited in a university setting by
factors such as the sheer number of students a single teacher must deal with or a
lack of adequate support. Teachers may also believe they are in a relatively weak
position within the school hierarchy (Hadley, 2015), and simply try to avoid conflict
rather than resolve it. Nonetheless, some of the frameworks used in large scale
testing are instructive for classroom teachers.
Grades may be viewed as a kind of claim about a person’s performance. Such
claims are expected to reflect certain qualities relating to the target domain, which is
usually some aspect of language in the EFL classroom (although it may equally be
applied to claims about learning strategies or other areas). Bachman and Palmer
(2010) give four main claims, demonstrating nine qualities (p.103). These claims
require that grades (and decisions based upon them) be beneficial, equitable, and
meaningful, among other things. Each claim must be supported with a warrant. A
warrant gives the causal logic underlying a claim. An example might be, “This
student has learned the material because they passed the test.” If the test could be
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shown to be a fair sample of the target language domain, the warrant is said to have
“backing.” Such warrants may be subject to challenge in the form a rebuttal. A
rebuttal may be that, “This student has not learned the material, because their
answers were the same as their best friend. They must have copied.” This would be
a legitimate concern. A seating record may demonstrate that they were next to each
other, suggesting further review was needed. It may also turn out that the two
students did not sit together, but are from the same school and often study together,
hence are of similar ability. This would cast doubt on the rebuttal.
Teachers may have many students and give many tests. To articulate the
claims, warrants, and backing for each graded activity would be time­consuming
and tedious. However, within an institution, the claims and warrants of underlying
approaches can be usefully discussed, and rebuttals for claims based on classroom
assessment can be a healthy part of evolving practice. Articulating the main claims
for classroom approaches helps to identify threats to the meaningfulness of the
grade. Teachers benefit from knowing that not just the grade but the approaches
used in delivery and instructions are fair, meaningful, and aligned with the teaching
community and student values. Having an agreed­upon specification for assessment
also helps to provide an audit trail, protecting teachers from criticism (Davidson &
Lynch, 2002).
To this end, one of the biggest issues that a teacher may face in a department
is isolation. Green (2014 a) states that, “A second opinion on assessment is always
necessary.” Getting such an opinion may prove time­consuming, but has to be
balanced against the possible stress, heartache, and general mess that may come to
both teacher and student in the case of a dispute over a grade or the way in which it
was reached.
IV. Opportunity to Learn
When the teacher is in control of developing assessment and how the
curriculum is implemented, other issues of fairness may arise. The pertinent aspect
of ethics in large­scale testing in this case is called the “opportunity to learn”
(Bachman & Palmer, 2010; Kunnan, 2018; Weir, 2005). The Standards (American
Educational Research Association et al., 2014) are particularly clear on how this
might affect contexts such as the language classroom. In places where the authority
both provides the curriculum and awards the grade:
“. . . examinees should not suffer permanent negative consequences if evidence
indicates that they have not had the opportunity to learn.” (Standard 3.19,
p.72).
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This appears to tell teachers who are making class tests to only test what has
been taught. If one section of the course content was not covered, it needs removing
from the assessment plan, and most teachers are likely to do so. Such a reading of
this standard is accurate, but superficial. The concept of the “opportunity to learn”
has further implications.
English education prior to university for students varies in focus and intensity,
directly affecting the opportunity to excel in the university classroom. Mandated
goals for high school English programs are generally set at about B 1 to B 2 on the
Common European Framework (e.g. MEXT, 2013). However, actual results tend to
see about 70 percent of students at an A 1 level (MEXT, 2018), a result that
highlights a considerable performance gap. This shortfall in English ability is
endorsed by the high schools when graduating students and by university
departments when accepting students.
Many universities use a placement mechanism to ensure that students of similar
ability are put together, which may partly address this loss of opportunity. However,
classes in high school tend to emphasize reading (Green, 2014 b), often neglecting
or actively avoiding communicative approaches (Humphries & Burns, 2015), albeit
perhaps justifiably. In contrast, university classes may stress communicative
practice, even in assessment. The impact of this change in approach is more likely
to be affective or motivational, and will have an impact that is not captured by a
linguistic instrument. Affective factors, such as willingness to communicate or
motivation are not part of such systems. It falls to the teacher to reflect individual
students’ opportunities to learn and adapt assessment in terms of both content and
methodology accordingly.
V. Different Skills, Same Grade
There is, then, a conflict that a teacher must resolve between giving students
the same opportunities to learn, but supporting difference among those students. As
discussed earlier, in large­scale assessment, this usually means treating everyone as
similarly as possible to make experience the same (see Section II). However, the
Standards and many other codes of practice recognize that people may have certain
limitations on their ability to demonstrate skills or knowledge being measured in the
same way as others. Those with limited physical mobility may have difficulty taking
a written test, for example. Adaptations to assessment (called “accommodations” in
the Standards and other sources) may be negotiated for such a candidate to show
their abilities. Each student in a course may have some physical, social, emotional
or other factor that makes accommodation the norm rather than the exception, as
such differences may influence not just an individual’s performance in class, but
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those they interact and learn with.
Such accommodations create a challenge for consistent grading. In large­scale
assessment, consistency is measured with a reliability coefficient of some kind. Such
scores are usually introduced early in many of the increasing number of books on
assessment now aimed at teachers (e.g. Fulcher, 2012), and the concept helps
provide useful data for program­wide data­driven curriculum development. Numeric
evidence provides some evidence that people with similar ability and experience
taking the test on separate occasions get similar results. In this way, reliability is
considered important for showing a score is meaningful, perhaps as part of a
broader audit trail across a program. On a more day­to­day level, such as a weekly
short test of ten to twenty items (such as a vocabulary test), the use of reliability is
less useful, to the point where some believe:
“Teachers simply do not calculate coefficient alphas, test­retest, or parallel form
reliabilities for their classroom tests. They do not have the time or the
inclination. Furthermore, I would argue that they might be misled by the results
if they did.” (Smith, 2005, p.29)
The lack of numeric evidence may cause concern for administrators and other
stakeholders concerned with the quality of classes. In order to address such
concerns, a change of perspective is necessary. Moss (1996) examined the issue of
meaningfulness without recourse to such numeric data. She likened the process of
creating course grades to the process of submitting papers to an academic journal or
the awarding of a higher degree, such as a PhD. In cases such as these, experts
regularly make decisions without producing any numeric data that may lead to a
reliability coefficient. While there may be guidelines produced, and people may
disagree on the final result, what is produced is a decision that is considered
reasonable by those with the authority to decide. This again reinforces the need for
teachers to share ideas and to articulate key areas where more freedom to develop
independent approaches to assessment. Under such circumstances, it is more likely
that teachers would be in agreement about issues in and around assessment.
VI. Generating Data and Improving Performance
While teachers may develop a sense of student abilities through multiple
observations and discussion of grading expectations with colleagues, some more
concrete techniques from classical testing can help in identifying specific areas for
development. Although communication or language is generally a multi­component
skill, separating components out into smaller parts can be helpful. While multiple
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choice tests have been shown to generate learning that is somewhat shallow (Hattie
& Yates, 2013), it provides students with an opportunity to recognize certain
features in a way that can be assessed quickly, easily, and regularly. This can lead
to improved performance.
Recent technological developments have allowed multiple choice technologies
to be implemented on computers or smartphones, allowing it to become part of a
more formative assessment paradigm. Online systems such as “Kahoot!” (kahoot.
com) can allow teams to answer questions adapted from a text, audio, or general
background knowledge to check student understanding. The discussion that this
teamwork provides helps students to test hypotheses in line with sociocultural theory
(Swain et al., 2015). In more formal settings, marksheet­style paper tests can be
given and quickly graded using cellphones to scan and grade the papers.
Applications such as Zipgrade (zipgrade.com) or Quickkey (get.quickkyapp.com)
allow a test paper to be graded in just a few seconds. Such applications can be used
to identify specific items that many students had trouble with, and will also rapidly
tell a teacher who got an item wrong or right. In addition, if an error is discovered
in the answer key, a simple click can correct the issue without the need for the
teacher to re­check individual papers.
In psychometric terms, the number of people getting an item right is the Item
Facility, while the ability of an item to separate those who have a concept from
those who do not is called the Item Discrimination (Fulcher, 2010). Simply put, the
class is divided into high scorers and low scorers. An item can be classified as one
that almost everyone got right (an easy question) or one that even many of the high
scorers got wrong (a difficult question). A question that is separating high scorers
from low scorers will help teachers identify where problems exist. Although some
items do not separate out learners in this way, those items may still be useful to
create positive motivation by placing them near the beginning or the end of a test.
Such items may help students to view a test more positively. Item Facility and Item
Discrimination are commonly reported on many online systems, and provide
valuable feedback on the learning of the class.
Teachers may also find themselves in a situation where the problem is not so
much the language skills as it is the academic skills or motivation. There is
considerable debate as to the extent to which effort should be included in the
construct under assessment in the classroom. There are those who oppose it
(Popham, 2009), and those who support including it in assessment as a separate
graded construct (Swinton, 2010). Many teachers appear to use academic enablers,
defined as “non­achievement factors such as habit, attitude and motivation that are
deemed important for students’ ultimate achievement,” as part of their grading
construct (Sun & Cheng, 2014). The rewarding of these aspects provides feedback,
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showing that they are valued, which may in turn lead to more academic growth
(Cheng & Fox, 2017). However, as with any aspect of assessment, that these are
part of the construct being graded needs to be clearly established both in the
classroom with the learners and, to the extent possible, within the school itself.
Additionally, the effect of such assessment needs to be recorded where possible, to
ensure that rewarding such effort is fulfilling its purpose (Green, 2014 a).
Although students are undoubtedly affected by non­academic factors, it remains
important to give structure and demonstrate visible progress on the central constructs
of assessment to the learner. Student learning depends upon clear and visible
progress as a result of their efforts (Hattie & Yates, 2013). Isolating and identifying
this progress in well­defined and tangible terms must remain a priority for the
classroom environment.
VII. Conclusion
The relationship between assessment theory and classroom testing has been
described as “love­hate” (Fulcher, 2010, p.295). They are often presented as
opposing poles, with testing experts pointing out technical problems (Popham, 2009)
and others seeing classical assessment in the classroom as a “misfit of the
measurement paradigm” (C. S. Taylor & Nolen, 1996, p.3).
Within the Japanese university language classroom, however, there is much to
be learned from large­scale assessment. Teachers may benefit from considering
approaches to making processes and scoring meaningful through group discussion of
assessment principles. There are also threats in that placement instruments may
mask differences in opportunities to learn. Simple techniques from large­scale
testing can be adapted in the classroom to identify shortcomings and strong points
of acquisition, using Item Facility or Discrimination as part of a more formative
process. Developing student ability and a wide knowledge of sociocultural
approaches and different pedagogies are certainly a part of teaching. However,
students wanting to enter graduate school or achieve a knowledge of business
English for their career need teachers knowledgeable in broader assessment issues.
This knowledge of how testing and the compulsory university classroom interact is
essential.
Challenges remain, however. Many of the problems with assessment are not
visible until after an initial assessment has been tried. People may be unhappy with
results or outcomes. Not all those involved with assessment will know the rules of
the assessment game, or “they may choose not to play to those rules” (Bachman &
Palmer, 2010, p.248). Having a thorough understanding of a variety of assessment
principles has now become a necessity. The concern for fairness, meaningfulness,
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and consistency is an overarching concern in language education. It may be time to
stop separating testing and teaching, so that they may serve as allies in their shared
concern with making good things happen in the language classroom.
References
American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, & National
Council on Research in Education. (2014). Standards for educational and psychological
testing. Washington, D.C: American Educational Research Association.
Bachman, L., & Palmer, A. (2010). Language assessment in practice: Developing language
assessments and justifying their use in the real world. Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press.
Bishop, J. (1992). Why US students need incentives to learn. Educational Leadership, 49, 15­
18.
Black, P. (2009). Formative assessment issues across the curriculum: The theory and the
practice. TESOL Quarterly, 43, 519­524.
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1545­7249.2009.tb00248.x
Cheng, L., & Fox, J. (2017). Assessment in the language classroom: Teachers supporting
student learning. London. United Kingdom: Red Globe Press.
Davidson, F., & Lynch, B. K. (2002). Testcraft: A teacher’s guide to writing and using
language test specifications. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Fulcher, G. (2010). Practical language testing. Sudbury, MA: Routledge.
Fulcher, G., & Davidson, F. (2007). Language testing and assessment: An advanced resource
book. Abingdon, England; New York: Routledge.
Green, A. (2014 a). Exploring language assessment and testing: Language in action. Oxford:
Routledge.
Green, A. (2014 b). The Test of English for Academic Purposes (TEAP) impact study: Report 1
?Preliminary questionnaires to Japanese high school students and teachers. Retrieved
from http://www.eiken.or.jp/teap/group/pdf/teap_washback_study.pdf
Grogan, M. (2018). Teacher assessment practice in compulsory language classes: Good practice
and dilemmas. Journal of Kansai University Graduate School of Foreign Language
Education and Research, 16, 1­9.
Hadley, G. (2015). English for Academic Purposes in neoliberal universities: A critical
grounded theory. New York: Springer.
Hattie, J., & Yates, G. C. R. (2013). Visible learning and the science of how we learn. London;
New York: Routledge.
Hill, K. (2017). Understanding classroom­based assessment practices: A precondition for teacher
assessment literacy. Papers in Language Testing and Assessment, 6, 1­17.
Humphries, S., & Burns, A. (2015). ‘In reality it’s almost impossible’: CLT­oriented curriculum
change. ELT Journal, 69(3), 239­248. https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccu 081
ILTA. (2007). Guidelines for practice. Retrieved from ILTA Guidelines for Practice website:
http://www.iltaonline.com/index.php/enUS/resources/ilta­guidelines­for­practice
Myles GROGAN???
Kunnan, A. J. (2018). Evaluating language assessments. New York, NY: Routledge.
Malone, M. E. (2013). The essentials of assessment literacy: Contrasts between testers and users.
Language Testing. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265532213480129
McNamara, T., & Roever, C. (2006). Language testing: The social dimension. Malden, MA:
John Wiley & Sons.
MEXT. (2013). Gurobaruka ni taiou shita eigokyouiku kaikaku jisshi keikaku [plans for
implementing the English education reform to meet globalization]. 7.
MEXT. (2018). Heisei 29­nendo eigodjikara chōsa kekka (kōkō 3­nensei) no gaiyōHeisei 29­
nendo eigodjikara chōsa kekka (kōkō 3­nensei) no gaiyō [Outline of Heisei 29 English
proficiency research result (third grade of high school)]. Retrieved from ?? 29????
???????? 3?????? website:
http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/kokusai/gaikokugo/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2018/04/06/1403470_
03_1.pdf
Popham, W. J. (2009). Assessment literacy for teachers: Faddish or fundamental? Theory Into
Practice, 48, 4­11. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405840802577536
Sun, Y., & Cheng, L. (2014). Teachers’ grading practices: Meaning and values assigned.
Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 21, 326­343.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0969594 X.2013.768207
Swain, P. M., Kinnear, D. P., & Steinman, L. (2015). Sociocultural Theory in second language
education: An introduction through narratives (2nd edition). Bristol, UK: Multilingual
Matters.
Swinton, O. H. (2010). The effect of effort grading on learning. Economics of Education
Review, 29(6), 1176­1182. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2010.06.014
Taylor, C. S., & Nolen, S. B. (1996). What does the psychometrician’s classroom look like?:
Reframing assessment concepts in the context of learning. Education Policy Analysis
Archive, 4, 1­37.
Taylor, L. (2013). Communicating the theory, practice, and principles of language testing to test
stakeholders: Some reflections. Language Testing.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265532213480338
Turner, C. E. (2012). Classroom assessment. In G. Fulcher & F. Davidson, The Routledge
Handbook of Language Testing (pp.64­78). https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203181287.ch4
Weir, C. (2005). Language testing and validation: An evidence-based approach. Hampshire,
UK; New York, N.Y.: Palgrave Macmillan.
More than Meets the Eye: Grading in Compulsory Language Classes ???
